Introduction
Mary Kaldor's work has been as much in action as in academic research. She has not only argued about the futility of armaments as in The Baroque Arsenal but she actively participated in the END to promote nuclear disarmament. She has fought for human rights in an active political life but also been a part of the Helsinki Process, which made a crucial difference. But her stance has never been dogmatically of the Left. She is, in my view at least, a member of a dying species -an English Radical Liberal.
She is also an academic who explores contemporary themes from a radical perspective. Her project of annual research-oriented reports on global civil society has been engaged with the themes of grass roots movements of resistance and reform, human rights, democracy and gender-related issues. These several topics are, however, not treated separately but are part of a single narrative on the other side of globalization -of the dark underbelly that few talk about.
It is her interest in active resistance and in promoting democratic rights that I wish to speak to in this essay. During the 1980s, the strands of the anti-nuclear movement and the women's movement coalesced in the Greenham Common struggle. Here was an initiative not just against the high level decisions made as part of the Cold War but an active grass roots movement, which impinged on a specific location, which in a microcosm embodied the Cold War. By acting against it physically and in a sustained manner, the women's movement demonstrated its own unique approach to the tactics of protest.
It is in this spirit that I analyse two major movements where women have innovated in the field of practical politics. These movements engage not the military aspects of war but the struggle of daily living in the face of capitalism. The issue is the modes of engagement with something which is very powerful and overbearing in relation to the forces struggling against it. As such, these movements are universal though I will concentrate on Indian cases. The two movements which I wish briefly to discuss are, however, different in a fundamental way. One is a movement of resistance to the encroachment of capital (especially timber and mining corporations) on local livelihoods threatening the ecology within which men and women live. The most well-known example of this was Chipko. Chipko literally means hug or 'stick closely to'. The spontaneous movement led by women made it impossible for forest cutters and mining operators to cut down trees to clear roads and establish mining operations. This was an ecological struggle to preserve the older sustainable lifestyle against the encroachments of modern capitalist production.
The other movement is the strand which relies on self-help and pooling resources in order to gain a foothold within the market economy. Here women come together to deploy their collective strength to build up their small businesses. In this way they do not resist capitalism so much as find a small, perhaps precarious niche within it. There are two such strands which I focus on. The first was inaugurated by the Grameen Bank, which then proliferated in many other microfinance efforts. These were often self-help groups organized by women or in which women as borrowers and lenders of small sums of money played a crucial role. It was the financially more responsible behaviour of women and their respect for mutuality which made the Grameen Bank such a success. Women showed that they could pool and share their resources, borrow responsibly and repay on schedule.
The other variant of these 'accommodative' strategies is Self-Help Groups (SHGs) of self-employed women. They also made use of their borrowings to start self-employment schemes as a way out of poverty. All across India there are many SHGs mainly run by women for women who practice some sort of business. The Self Employed Women's Association (SEWA) is also a very well-known example of this movement.
There are thus two (at least -there may be more) approaches to dealing with business (or capitalism, if you like), which women in South Asia seem to have adopted. One involves resistance to the encroachment of business, which is destructive of the local ecology. The other is a strategy to penetrate the business world from ever so small a beginning, but with a view to succeed in business. It is this dual response which I wish to describe in this essay.
